THE  END  OF   THE  GALLOWS

secret, off -loading our own responsibility for it on to a hang-
man and a few warders whose mouths are sealed afterwards
by the Official Secrets Act. Thus we are spared the painful
details* We shall never know whether he fought or kicked or
screamed or fainted awray at the critical moment.

In the execution shed of one American prison which I
visited 16 years ago they were proud of a little device they had
invented for spreading the responsibility still further. When the
murderer was standing hooded and roped on the trap-door a
signal was given to eight warders locked alone in another
room. Each then pressed a different button while a spinning
roulette wheel outside made its random electric contact with
one of the buttons and released the catch that dropped the
convict to his fate. ERNIE, the Premium Bond machine,
couldn't have done it better,

How soon before the gallows are banished to join the
the thumbscrew and the rack, in the museum of past horrors
perpetrated by man on man? Not long now. The sense of
revulsion grows with every execution that takes place. The
anomalies of the Homicide Act are becoming increasingly
manifest. The House of Commons, in free votes, has for a long
time favoured abolition. After the next election the new young
MPs who will come in, from all parties, will swell that
majority for reform still further. The year 1964 will almost
certainly see the final end of capital punishment in Britain.
This week's hanging in Bristol will probably be the last that
ever takes place there.

Meanwhile the public has had its pound of flesh and we can
sing our carols and eat our plum pudding free from any slight
embarrassment there might have been if the execution had
been fixed, for example, on Christmas Day itsdf , That would
have been most inconsiderate.